








There	 are	 few	 published	 data	 that	 detail	 the	 relationship	 between	 Aboriginal
people	and	 the	environment	of	 the	Arnhem	Land	Plateau	and	even	 rarer	 in	 these
studies	are	 the	voices	of	Aboriginal	people	 themselves.	What	knowledge	we	do
have	 has	 been	 collected	 from	 the	 fringes	 of	 this	 region	 from	 well-known
archaeological	 studies	 in	Kakadu	National	 Park	 on	 the	western	margin,	 and	 for
coastal	groups	 in	central-north	Arnhem	Land	to	 the	east.	Although	the	process	of
depopulation	 on	 the	 Arnhem	 Land	 Plateau	 commenced	 at	 the	 end	 of	 the	 19th
century,	small	bands	of	Aboriginal	people	continued	to	occupy	the	plateau:	living
in	the	myriad	of	sandstone	shelters	and	harvesting	and	managing	the	resources	of
the	 region	 up	 until	 the	 early	 1970s.	 The	 material	 in	 this	 chapter	 represents	 an
intersection	 of	 history,	 ethnography	 and	 human	 ecology	 recorded	 in	 the	 Bininj
Kunwok	 language	 from	 those	 few	 remaining	 Aboriginal	 people	 –	 ecological
experts	 in	 their	own	right	–	who	resisted	permanent	settlement	at	 regional	 towns
and	missions	and	continued	their	traditional	occupation	of	the	plateau	until	recent






The	 study	 of	 Australian	 Aboriginal	 burning	 practices	 has	 been	 of	 interest	 to	 a	 variety	 of
academic	 disciplines	 across	 both	 the	 natural	 and	 social	 sciences.	 The	 literature	 is	 now
extensive	 and	 deals	 with	 a	 diverse	 range	 of	 research	 questions,	 many	 of	 which	 relate	 to
landscape	 and	 vegetation	 history	 (Bowman	 1998)	 and	 more	 recently	 the	 role	 of	 fire	 in
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in	 the	 study	 of	Aboriginal	 landscape	 burning:	 namely	 the	 absence	 of	Aboriginal	 voices	 and
especially	Australian	language	texts	as	primary	data.	This	is	not	to	suggest	that	the	slate	in	this
area	 is	 completely	 blank.	 Important	 Aboriginal	 contributions	 or	 co-authored	 works	 include
Langton	(1998,	2000),	Yibarbuk	(1998),	Yibarbuk	and	Cooke	(2001),	Yibarbuk	et	al.	 (2001)
and	the	Aboriginal	language	texts	in	Bowman	et	al.	(2001)	and	Hill	and	Nowakowski	(2003).
In	 addition,	 many	 long-term	 collaborations	 between	 Indigenous	 people	 and	 ecologists	 have





here	 is	 not	 to	 argue	 for	 a	 particular	 point	 of	 view	 in	 relation	 to	 the	 history	 of	 Australian
landscapes,	 nor	 as	 a	 demonstration	 of	 the	 nature	 of	 classical	 pre-contact	 Aboriginal	 fire
regimes.	The	transcripts	and	translations	of	the	texts	that	follow	will	certainly	be	of	value	for	a
number	of	other	 reasons.	Firstly,	 recent	 research	on	biocultural	 diversity	has	highlighted	 the
increasing	 threats	 to	 the	 viability	 of	 traditional	 ecological	 knowledge	 (Ellen	 et	 al.	 2000;
Florey	2001a,	2001b;	 Zent	 2001;	 Stepp	 et	 al.	 2002;	Maffi	 2005).	Access	 to	 the	 ecological




previously	 undescribed	 minority	 language	 should	 not	 include	 the	 detailing	 of	 cultural
knowledge,	 and	 especially	 ecological	 knowledge,	 as	 part	 of	 the	 language	 description.	 In
Australian	 linguistics,	 there	 has	 been	 such	 a	 dramatic	 loss	 of	 linguistic	 diversity	 since
European	 settlement	 that,	 in	many	 cases,	 opportunities	 to	 record	 unique	 types	 of	Aboriginal
ecological	knowledge	have	been	lost.
Secondly,	the	promotion	and	maintenance	of	traditional	Aboriginal	ecological	knowledge	is
of	relevance	 to	 the	current	discourse	on	 the	 links	between	linguistic	and	biological	diversity
(Harmon	1996,	2002;	Maffi	2001a,	2001b).	It	can	be	argued	that	the	diversity	and	complexity
of	both	the	topographic	and	biological	diversity	of	the	Arnhem	Land	Plateau	has	engendered	a
diversity	 of	 adaptational	 ideas	 for	 the	Aboriginal	 groups	who	have	 lived	 in	 the	 region.	The
plateau	is	a	major	centre	for	biodiversity	and	‘supports	an	unusually	diverse	biota,	including
very	 many	 relictual	 and	 endemic	 plant	 and	 animal	 species’	 (Commonwealth	 of	 Australia
2005).	 The	 correlating	 linguistic	 diversity	 of	 the	 region	 expresses	 a	 great	 range	 of	 such
adaptational	 ideas	 and,	 with	 the	 loss	 of	 such	 diversity	 and	 cultural	 heritage,	 our	 ability	 to
understand	 the	complexity	of	human	 interactions	with	 this	particular	environment	 is	certainly
impoverished.	 But,	 in	 seeking	 to	 maintain	 the	 vitality	 of	 the	 Aboriginal	 languages	 of	 the
plateau,	 this	 is	 not	 an	 exercise	 in	 giving	 language	 priority	 over	 speakers.	Many	 speakers	 of
Bininj	Kunwok	dialects	on	the	Arnhem	Land	Plateau	are	becoming	increasingly	aware	of	the
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languages	 in	 the	 new	 land-management	 economy.	 The	 cross-cultural	 Indigenous-knowledge-
recording	 programs	 presently	 in	 train	 on	 the	 plateau	 serve	 as	 a	 counter-example	 to	 the




Thirdly,	 the	 traditional	 ecological	 knowledge	 presented	 in	 this	 chapter	 is	 of	 further
importance	beyond	notions	of	intrinsic	value	in	that	it	can	also	make	a	vital	contribution	to	the
development	 of	 land-management	 policy.	 Other	 contributing	 authors	 to	 this	 volume	 outline
some	 of	 the	 challenges	 faced	 by	 land	 managers	 who,	 in	 working	 with	 the	 Aboriginal
landowners	of	the	Arnhem	Land	Plateau,	are	seeking	to	address	issues	such	as	uncontrollable
late-dry-season	 wildfires,	 feral	 animals	 and	 plants,	 and	 other	 threats	 to	 biodiversity.
Traditional	 ecological	 knowledge	 has	 a	 contribution	 to	 make	 in	 the	 development	 of	 new
economic	opportunities	 for	 traditional	 landowners,	 some	of	whom	are	keen	 to	 find	ways	 for
younger	generations	to	return	to	their	traditional	estates	and	make	a	living	managing	them.	As








names	 for	 ‘human’	 or	 ‘man’	 in	 languages	 in	 the	 north-east	 and	 south-west	 of	 Australia,
respectively.	One	Non-Pama-Nyungan	 language	family,	 referred	 to	by	 linguists	as	 ‘Gunwiny-
guan’	 (Evans	 2003a),	 dominates	 the	Arnhem	 Land	 Plateau.	 The	 individual	 languages	 of	 the
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the	 north-west	 area	 within	 Kakadu	 National	 Park	 (see	 the	 map	 in	 Figure	 5.1).	 The	 texts




The	 neighbouring	 Gaagadju	 people	 referred	 to	 this	 group	 of	 languages	 collectively	 as






Bardayal	 Nadjamerrek’s	 knowledge	 of	 the	 Arnhem	 Land	 Plateau,	 its	 sites,	 walking	 routes,
plants,	animals	and	social	history	is	unparalleled	in	the	region	today.	He	has	played	a	central
role	in	encouraging	his	kinsmen	to	return	and	manage	their	traditional	estates	and	continues	to




Mary	 Kolkkiwarra	 has	 also	 been	 a	 key	 contributor	 to	 the	 Indigenous	 knowledge	 recording
work	 currently	 based	 at	 Kabulwarnamyo	 Outstation.	 Her	 knowledge	 of	 local	 plants	 and
women’s	 role	 in	 landscape	 burning	 has	made	 a	 valuable	 contribution	 to	 documentation	 and
land-management	programs.
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knowledge	 about	 certain	 sites	 and	 walking	 routes,	 especially	 in	 the	 northern	 parts	 of	 the








Based	 at	Marrkolidjban	Outstation	 in	 the	 lower	Liverpool	River	 district,	Birriyabirriya	 has
comprehensive	 knowledge	 of	 the	 sites	 and	 ecology	 of	 this	 region,	 which	 is	 in	 the	 eastern
outlier	region	adjacent	to	the	plateau	and	includes	a	number	of	important	neighbouring	wetland
habitats.
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Ruby	has	 spent	all	of	her	 life	 in	 the	 stone	country	and	has	extensive	knowledge	of	women’s







camping	 places	 on	 the	 plateau	 and,	 in	 later	 years,	 has	 been	 based	 on	 his	 country	 at
Kamarrkawarn.	He	has	been	instrumental	in	setting	up	Warddeken	Land	Management	Ltd	that







shelters	 around	 the	middle	Mann	River	 and	 had	 extensive	 environmental	 knowledge	 of	 this
region.
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the	healthy	 functioning	and	viability	of	many	Aboriginal	 societies	 to	 the	west	of	 the	Arnhem
Land	Plateau	 (Chapter	2).	Disease,	 the	 availability	 of	 destructive	 recreational	 drugs	 and	 an
accompanying	exodus	of	young	men	had	a	profound	impact	on	the	communities	of	the	plateau.
Social	 changes	 moved	 along	 a	 trajectory	 set	 in	 train	 by	 depopulation	 rather	 than	 by	 direct
foreign	invasion.	The	Arnhem	Land	Plateau	is	a	vast	region	of	some	34	000	square	kilometres
with	a	dramatic	topography	that	limited	the	number	of	incursions	non-Aboriginal	people	were
able	 to	 make	 into	 the	 area.	 Further,	 by	 the	 late	 1920s,	 the	 plateau	 was	 considered	 of	 no
economic	interest	to	non-Aboriginal	people	(Mackay	1929).
Although	 the	 destruction	 of	 Aboriginal	 society	 to	 the	 west	 also	 affected	 people	 on	 the
plateau,	it	is	clear	that	a	small	number	of	groups	managed	to	stay	within	their	traditional	ranges
of	seasonal	movement.	Certain	others	travelled	back	and	forth	between	the	plateau	and	various
other	 settlements	 and	 enterprises	 such	 as	 Oenpelli	 Mission,	 cattle	 stations,	 buffalo	 camps,
mining	 projects	 and	 railway	 construction	 camps.	 In	 1939,	 patrol	 officer	 Gordon	 Sweeney






the	present	day,	but	also	 from	 the	 items	of	contact	material	culture	 (glass,	 steel	axes,	 school
slates,	 ammunition	 casings,	 and	 so	 on)	 still	 found	 in	 important	 rock-shelter	 camp	 sites.
Additionally,	 the	 rock	 art	 record	 –	 itself	 a	 vast	 historical	 and	 artistic	 treasure	 –	 details	 the
recent	occupation	of	many	sites	across	the	plateau.	Lofty	Bardayal	Nadjamerrek	(b.	1926)	has
pointed	 out	 a	 number	 of	works	 of	 art	 he	 created	while	 camping	 in	 rock-shelters	 as	 a	 young
man,	in	a	variety	of	locations	in	the	upper	Mann	and	Liverpool	Rivers	districts,	and	is	able	to
identify	 the	 artists	 of	 a	 number	 of	 other	 paintings	 throughout	 the	 plateau.	Other	 evidence	 of
continued	 20th	 century	 occupation	 of	 the	 plateau	 is	 in	 the	 form	 of	 the	 photographs	 of	 the
surveyor	 Herbert	 Basedow.	 Basedow	 photographed	 a	 number	 of	 rock	 art	 sites	 near	 the
Liverpool	 and	 Mann	 Rivers	 in	 1928.	 Some	 of	 these	 sites	 have	 since	 been	 located	 and	 a
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further	 to	 the	 east	 and	 taking	 advantage	 of	 well-known	 seasonal	 resource	 harvests	 at	 key
locations	across	the	plateau.	To	date,	ecological	knowledge	has	rarely	featured	as	part	of	the
ethnographies	 produced	 by	 social	 scientists	 who	 have	 worked	 in	 this	 region	 (exceptions
include	 Altman	 1984;	 Chaloupka	 and	 Giuliani	 1984;	 Lewis	 1989)	 and	 so	 the	 material
presented	here,	despite	 it	 appearing	quite	 late	 in	 the	 scheme	of	 things,	 includes	a	number	of
novel	 additions	 to	 our	 knowledge	 about	 the	 stone	 country	 –	 at	 least	 from	 an	 ethnographic
perspective.	3
The	material	 presented	 here	was	 elicited	 over	 the	 past	 10	 years	 during	 discussions	 and
conversations,	 some	of	which	 took	place	during	 formal	meetings	 and	 interviews,	 and	others
during	casual	 conversations.	The	material	was	digitally	 recorded,	 transcribed	and	 translated
into	English.	It	is	presented	as	knowledge	that	is	intended	to	be	transmitted	orally	and	has	been
occasionally	 edited	 in	 order	 to	 iron	 out	 the	 untidiness	 of	 everyday	 speech,	 such	 as
simultaneous	 utterances	 and	 the	 minimalist	 and	 elliptical	 reference	 style	 of	 Bininj	 Kunwok





descriptions,	 lists,	 spontaneous	 explanations	 and	 assorted	 memories	 as	 they	 came	 to	 mind
during	the	discussions	and	interviews	that	took	place	over	this	10-year	period.
Box	5.1:	Land	tenure	on	the	Arnhem	Land	Plateau
The	 Aboriginal	 people	 of	 the	 Arnhem	 Land	 Plateau	 own	 land	 communally	 through
membership	 in	 patrilineal	 clans	 known	 in	 Bininj	 Kunwok	 dialects	 variously	 as	 kun-
mokurrkurr	 (Kunwinjku	 and	 Gundjeihmi),	 kun-nguya	 (Kuninjku)	 or	 daworro	 (Kune	 and
Mayali).	 A	 clan	 owns	 one	 or	 more	 named	 ‘clan	 estates’,	 which	 are	 referred	 to	 as	 kun-
ngeybadjan	 or	 kun-ngeykimuk,	 which	 literally	 mean	 ‘big	 names’.	 Such	 ‘big	 names’	 for




stopover	 on	 a	 bininj	man-bolh	 ‘walking	 route’	 is	 known	 as	 kun-red	 ‘home,	 hearth,	 living
space’.
A	 traditional	 owner	 of	 a	 clan	 estate	 is	 known	 as	 na-redweleng	 (if	 a	 male),	 ngal-
redweleng	 (if	 a	 female)	 and	birri-redweleng	 (plural).	 Such	 a	 person	would	 call	 an	 estate
their	 ‘father’s	 country’	 and	 they	 collectively	 exercise	 the	 ultimate	 authority	 over	 such	 an
estate.	However,	people	also	have	certain	rights	in	relation	to	their	mother’s	country	and	both
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An	 alternative	 expression	 is:	 nga-bolk-nunj-yo:	 literally	 ‘I-place-saliva-lie’	 >	 my
mother’s	land.
Those	 people	 who	 call	 an	 estate	 their	 ‘mother’s	 country’	 are	 referred	 to	 by	 the	 term
djungkay.	The	 traditional	owners	or	birri–redweleng	and	 their	djungkay	 ‘mother’s	 country
kinsmen’	 must	 work	 together	 to	 manage	 an	 estate.	 The	 djungkay	 have	 particular
responsibilities	 for	 managing	 their	 mother’s	 country	 and	 work	 in	 consultation	 with	 the
traditional	owners.	A	person	who	is	a	djungkay	for	a	particular	estate	is	an	important	person
to	 be	 involved	 in	 land-management	 activities	 such	 as	 landscape	 burning.	 The	 traditional
owners	or	birri-redweleng	 [plural]	prefer	 to	have	 their	djungkay	present	when	undertaking
such	tasks	on	their	estates	or	when	‘foreigners’	are	visiting	the	country.
Another	 important	concept	 is	 the	division	of	 the	cosmos	 into	moieties.	Elements	of	both
the	 natural	 and	 supernatural	 worlds	 are	 associated	 with	 one	 of	 two	 patrilineal	 categories
known	 in	 Bininj	 Kunwok	 as	 duwa	 and	 yirridjdja.	 All	 people,	 clans,	 places	 and	 estates,
plants,	animals,	natural	phenomena	and	supernatural	beings	are	affiliated	with	either	the	duwa
or	yirridjdja	patrimoieties.	A	duwa	man	must	marry	a	yirridjdja	woman	and	vice	versa.	If	a
traditional	 owner	 or	 na-redweleng	 is	 a	 yirridjdja	 person,	 their	 djungkay	 will	 be	 a	 duwa
person	 and	 vice	 versa.	 There	 are	 also	 matrilineal	 moieties	 known	 as	 –ngarradjku	 and	 –
mardku.
In	some	cases,	a	confederation	of	neighbouring	clans	of	the	same	patrimoiety	can	own	an
estate	 in	 what	 is	 referred	 to	 as	 kabirri-yikadjurren	 ‘they	 are	 in	 a	 company	 relationship’.
Should	 all	 the	 members	 of	 a	 clan	 die	 without	 male	 successors,	 there	 are	 a	 number	 of
principles	at	play	that	determine	which	clan	will	succeed	to	the	extinct	estate.	One	of	these	is




the	seasonal	cycle,	 it	would	be	 incorrect	 to	suggest	 that	 there	was	no	annual	variation	 in	 the
movements	 of	 family	 groups.	Ceremonies,	 invitations,	 available	 resources,	 chance	meetings,
interpersonal	 relationship	 issues,	 unusual	 changes	 in	 weather	 and	 a	 variety	 of	 other	 factors
influenced	 where	 people	 went	 at	 the	 different	 times	 of	 each	 year.	 There	 were	 patterns	 of
movement,	but	certainly	no	immutable	itinerary	was	followed.
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Research	 on	 resource	 utilisation,	 seasonality	 and	 ecological	 zones	 has	 demonstrated	 the
abundance	 that	 Aboriginal	 people	 enjoyed	 around	 the	 extensive	 floodplains	 and	 riverine
habitats	of	 the	Alligator	Rivers	 region	 to	 the	west	of	 the	plateau	 (Chaloupka	1981;	 Russell-
Smith	et	al.	1997;	Brockwell	et	al.	2001).	There	is	no	doubt	that	the	population	density	of	the
plateau	 was	 far	 lower	 than	 that	 of	 the	 adjoining	 western	 floodplains	 because	 of	 the
comparatively	 fewer	 resources	 available	 in	 the	 rock	 country.	 But,	 of	 course,	 there	 was
movement	between	 these	 two	regions.	The	only	archaeological	excavation	undertaken	on	 the
eastern	part	of	the	plateau	was	conducted	in	1998	at	Ngalirrkewern,	a	shelter	decorated	richly
with	 recent	 phase	 rock	 art	 in	 a	 small	 tributary	 valley	 of	 the	Liverpool	River	 (Allen	 2002).
Although	 it	 is	 only	 a	 single	 site	 study	 for	 the	 area	 in	 question,	 the	 findings	 are	 possibly
consistent	with	claims	of	a	 low	population	density	 for	 the	plateau,	or	at	 least	 this	particular
region	 of	 the	 plateau.	 It	 has	 been	 suggested	 that	 in	 fact	 the	 plateau	was	 only	 occupied	 on	 a
seasonal	 basis	 (Brockwell	 et	 al.	 2001,	 p.	 375),	 but	 this	 seems	 an	 unlikely	 sweeping
generalisation	for	such	a	vast	region,	although	this	suggestion	is	qualified	with	 the	following
rider	‘…	we	have	to	allow	for	variation	within	physiographic	zones	to	which	the	gross	label
‘plateau’	 is	 applied	 and	 contemplate	 a	more	 complex	 seasonality	 of	 human	 access	 than	 the
historical	 reports	 suggest’	 (Brockwell	 et	 al.	 2001,	 p.	 375).	 Other	 archaeological	 studies




artefact	 and	 raw	 material	 richness.	 There	 is	 a	 general	 trend	 towards	 more
diverse	 archaeological	 assemblages	 on	 the	 wetland	 sites	 along	 the	 South
Alligator	River	…	There	are	various	 reasons	 for	 such	a	 trend	 to	exist	 in	 these
richness	scales.	A	major	reason	is	the	importance	of	the	ecological	resources	of
the	 wetland	 regions.	 The	 pattern	 does	 not	 suggest	 any	 abandonment	 of	 the
plateau	 for	 the	wetland	 country	 on	 a	 seasonal	 basis.	 The	 scale	 highlights	 the
different	 technological	 approaches	 and	 activities	 conducted	 by	 Aboriginal
people	in	each	region.
Indeed,	 the	 variety	 of	 ecological	 habitats	 and	 the	 associated	 biological	 diversity	 have
allowed	 groups	 of	 Aboriginal	 people	 to	 base	 themselves	 on	 the	 high	 country	 and	 to	 move
seasonally	within	its	boundaries	in	order	to	profitably	exploit	available	resources.	In	addition
to	archaeological	arguments,	there	is	also	recent	ethnographic	evidence	to	support	this	view.	In
a	 conversation	with	 two	 senior	Aboriginal	women	–	Ruby	Bilindja	 and	Mary	Kolkkiwarra,
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Smith	 et	 al.	 1997	 for	 the	 Gundjeihmi;	 and	 Haynes	 1985	 for	 the	 Kune).	 Both	 Altman	 and
Russell-Smith	et	al.	 include	comprehensive	 lists	of	 flora	and	 fauna	used	 respectively	by	 the
Kuninjku	in	 the	east	and	the	Gundjeihmi	 in	 the	west	and,	except	for	some	habitat	differences
(i.e.	the	absence	of	wetlands	on	the	high	country)	and	a	few	other	minor	differences,	these	lists
detail	 basically	 the	 same	 resources	 used	 by	 plateau	 people.	 The	western	 studies,	 however,
reveal	 that	 groups	 such	 as	 the	 Gundjeihmi	 relied	 solidly	 on	 the	 resources	 of	 the	 Alligator
Rivers	and	Magela	Creek	floodplains	and	riverine	habitats,	but	forays	 into	 the	rocky	plateau




and	 north-east	 parts	 of	 the	 plateau,	 for	 people	 who	 describe	 themselves	 as	 warddeken
‘inhabitants	of	the	rock	country’.	There	is	evidence	in	the	texts	that	some	central	plateau	groups
(such	as	the	Kundedjnjenghmi)	took	advantage	of	visits	to	floodplains	belonging	to	both	their
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an-dudjmiko	 ‘at	 the	 time	 when	 the	 green	 plums	 (Buchanania	 obovata)	 are
fruiting’
There	 is	also	an	alternative	construction	which	 takes	 the	form	–keno	 (meaning	‘time	of’,
Evans	 2003b,	 p.	 153).	 An	 example	 is	 given	 in	 the	 following	 text	 by	 Kune	 speaker	 Jack
Nawilil:
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range	 of	 natural	 species	 available	 has	 been	 sufficient	 to	 sustain	 a	 number	 of	 rock-country
populations.	 The	 descriptions	 of	 physiographic	 zones	 in	 the	 north-western	 margins	 of	 the
plateau	 in	Russell-Smith	et	al.	 (1997,	 pp.	 166–167)	 also	 apply	 in	 a	more	 general	 sense	 for
other	parts	of	the	plateau	except	for	the	absence	of	any	other	large	wetland	habitats	higher	up	in
the	 rock	 country	 and	 the	 relabelling	 of	 ‘lowland	 savanna	 woodlands’	 to	 ‘plateau	 savanna
woodlands’	and	‘lowland	jungles’	to	‘plateau	jungles’,	and	so	on.	A	Bininj	Kunwok	view	of
landscape	and	some	of	 the	 language	used	 to	conceptually	organise	 it	 is	discussed	 in	another
section	below.
The	following	texts	discuss	the	resources	available	for	each	season	and	some	of	the	sites
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Kunumeleng	 is	 a	 time	 when	 the	 first	 storms	 of	 the	 coming	 monsoon	 start	 to	 fall.	 It	 is	 a
productive	time	for	many	fruit	trees	and	perennial	grasses	sprout	again	attracting	macropods,
which	 come	 to	 eat	 the	 soft	 new	 shoots.	 In	 previous	 times,	 kunumeleng	 was	 a	 season	when
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Further	 to	 the	west	 on	 the	 floodplains,	 early	kunumeleng	was	 also	 a	 time	 to	 find	 turtles
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The	wet	 season	was	 a	 good	 time	 for	 hunting	 flying	 fox,	 but	 as	 the	 following	 text	makes
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shelters	 but	 increasingly	 moving	 out	 into	 areas	 of	 more	 open	 savanna	 woodland	 or	man-




























A	number	of	 edible	 tubers	 are	 largely	only	 available	 in	bangkerreng.	One	 is	Curculigo
ensifolia,	called	variously	an-burda,	an-mulbirrk	or	an-djay.	The	tubers	are	roasted,	mashed
up	 and	 eaten.	Another	 edible	 tuber	 available	 in	bangkerreng	 is	Austrodolichos	 errabundus
called	kurlahbang	or	barddjubarr	in	Bininj	Kunwok.
An-burda	arri-dong	arri-bekmarnbun. We	pound	the	Curculigo	ensifolia	tubers	tomake	a	mash.
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are	 still	 too	 green	 resulting	 in	 patches	 of	 burnt	 and	 unburnt	 country.	 This	 has	 also	 been
recorded	on	the	eastern	Arnhem	Land	Plateau	by	Haynes	(1991,	p.	66),	who	worked	with	the
Kune	in	the	1970s:




season	when	men	conduct	kangaroo	 fire	drives	 in	kurrung	 season.	There	are	 few	 trees	with
available	 edible	 fruit	 at	 this	 time	 of	 year,	 but	 yekke	 is	 a	 time	 for	 certain	 kinds	 of	 fishing
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although	 fish	 are	only	 available	below	 the	 large	waterfalls	 of	 the	major	water	 courses	 (e.g.
Binenge	‘Cuthbertson	Falls’	on	the	Liverpool	River.	If	you	want	to	go	fishing	and	you	are	on
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Long	 yams	 (Dioscorea	 transversa)	 and	 ‘cheeky	 yams’	 (Dioscorea	 bulbifera)	 are	 an
























Another	 important	 yam	 area	 is	Manggabor	Creek	 [i.e.	mankabo	 ‘creek’]	 also	 known	 as
Kumarrirnbang	Creek	10	on	the	north-east	of	the	plateau	which	has	many	Allosyncarpia	forests
and	other	jungles	distributed	along	the	gorges	and	tributaries	where	the	creek	has	cut	through
the	 surrounding	 rugged	 sandstone.	 Jimmy	 Kalarriya	 describes	 sections	 of	 this	 river
valley/gorge	as	being	very	important	yekke	long	yam	sites.	The	sites	he	mentions,	Ngalbinjdjad
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Wurrkeng	 is	 the	 cool	 dry	 season	 and	 at	 this	 time	of	 year	 on	 the	higher	 parts	 of	 the	plateau,
overnight	minima	 can	 reach	 as	 low	 as	 4°C,	 although	 the	 average	minimum	 is	 8–15°C.	 The
name	 for	 this	 season	 is	derived	 from	 the	 root	wurrk	 ‘bushfire’	 and	 tells	us	 something	of	 the
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Wurrkeng	 was	 the	 time	 to	 process	 the	 starch	 in	 the	 rhizomes	 of	 a	 jungle	 fern	 (possibly
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clouds	 start	 to	 form	 but	 don’t	 break	 until	 the	 following	 kunumeleng	 season.	 The	 ground
becomes	so	hot	that	it	is	often	difficult	to	walk	in	the	middle	of	the	day.	The	name	of	the	season
derives	 from	 the	 Bininj	 Kunwok	 locative	 prefix	 ku-	 ‘in’	 and	 –dung	 ‘sun’.	 When	 the
temperature	 and	 humidity	 has	 reached	 a	 peak,	 then	 this	 time	 is	 also	 known	 as	Djurlirrmi.
Kurrung	 is	 a	 time	when	 the	 large	macropod	 fire	 drives	 are	 conducted	 in	 specific	 locations
known	as	bambarr	‘dead-end	fire	drives	valleys’.	These	hot	fires	are	designed	to	injure	large
kangaroos	such	as	Macropus	antilopinus	so	they	can	be	easily	speared	by	hunters	working	in
co-operative	 teams.	The	 extensive	burning	 that	 has	been	 conducted	 throughout	 the	preceding
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TALKING	 ABOUT	 LANDSCAPES,	 VEGETATION
HABITATS	 AND	 ECOLOGICAL	 ZONES	 IN	 BININJ
KUNWOK
The	topographic	and	botanical	diversity	of	 the	Arnhem	Land	Plateau	is	reflected	in	the	large
number	 of	 terms	 (over	 300)	 in	 Bininj	 Kunwok	 for	 landscape	 and	 vegetation	 communities.
These	 terms	cover	 the	range	of	scale	and	specificity	 from	a	generic	 term	such	as	man-berrk
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The	 Arnhem	 plateau	 sandstone	 heath	 community	 is	 a	 complex	 of	 closely
interdigitated,	intergrading	plant	formations	including	Eucalyptus,	Corymbia	or




1	a:a	 tract	of	wasteland	b:an	extensive	area	of	 rather	 level	 open	uncultivated
land	usually	with	poor	coarse	soil,	inferior	drainage,	and	a	surface	rich	in	peat
or	 peaty	 humus	 2	 a:any	 of	 a	 family	 (Ericaceae,	 the	 heath	 family)	 of	 shrubby
dicotyledonous	 and	 often	 evergreen	 plants	 that	 thrive	 on	 open	 barren	 usually
acid	 and	 ill-drained	 soil;	 especially:	 an	 evergreen	 subshrub	 of	 either	 of	 two
genera	 (Erica	 and	 Calluna)	 with	 whorls	 of	 needle-like	 leaves	 and	 clusters	 of
small	 flowers	 b:any	 of	 various	 plants	 that	 resemble	 true	 heaths.	 (Source:












habitats	 are	ontologised.	 In	 the	European	 scientific	 sense,	 the	 classification	 is	motivated	by,
among	other	things,	intellectual	interest	in	plants,	while	the	lack	of	a	term	in	Bininj	Kunwok	is
for	Aboriginal	people	on	the	plateau,	possibly	motivated	by	‘utilitarian	considerations’	(Hunn
1982;	Berlin	1992;	Burenhult	and	Levinson	2008)	or	 the	 fact	 that	 the	diversity	of	plants	 that
grow	in	sandstone	heaths	is	less	salient	than	the	landforms	on	which	they	grow;	that	is,	kukorlh
‘open	bedrock	expanses’.
Therefore,	 the	 cross-cultural	 enterprise	 of	 non-Indigenous	 and	 Indigenous	 land	managers
working	together	to	manage	the	resources	and	deal	with	the	threats	to	the	Arnhem	Land	Plateau
will	 require	 some	 mutual	 cross-cultural	 understanding	 of	 how	 each	 group	 organises	 its
cognitive	 schemes	 in	 relation	 to	 the	 labelling	 of	 landscapes	 and	 ecological	 zones.	 It	 is	 also
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important	 that	 the	 vocabulary	 and	 ecological	 referential	 systems	 that	 have	 developed	 over
thousands	of	years	in	response	to	human	interactions	with	the	plateau’s	environment	continue	to
be	used	by	younger	generations	of	Bininj.	This	is	no	assumption	on	my	part	as	a	sympathetic
social	 scientist,	 but	 a	 clearly	 stated	 objective	 of	 senior	 plateau	 community	 leaders	 such	 as
Jimmy	 Kalarriya	 and	 Bardayal	 Nadjamerrek	 who,	 when	 interviewed	 for	 the	 Australian








































It	 is	no	 surprise	 that	a	hunter-gatherer	culture,	whose	day-to-day	survival	depends	on	an
understanding	 of	 landscape,	 seasonal	 variation	 and	 biological	 diversity,	 should	 have
developed	 specialised	 knowledge	 concerning	 landscape	 features,	 ecological	 habitats	 and
detailed	ways	of	referring	to	many	aspects	of	landforms.	Cognitive	geographers	have	noted	that
the	 linguistic	 category	 of	 landscape	 terms	 is	 universal	 in	 all	 cultures,	 but	 the	 organisational
details	or	cognitive	schema	for	how	landscapes	are	referred	to	and	ontologised	varies	greatly
from	 culture	 to	 culture	 (Mark	 and	 Turk	 2003).	 Seventy	 years	 ago,	 however,	 the	 point	 that




by	 the	 fact	 that	 they	have	classified	 the	 types	of	country,	as	accurately	and	as
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scientifically	 as	 any	 ecologist,	 giving	 to	 each	a	 name,	 and	associating	 it	with






a	 self-contained	 semantic	 domain	 and	 concentrate	 on	 a	 description	 of	 terminology,	 word
classes	and	identify	how	culture	weaves	its	way	into	language	about	landscape.	Certainly,	the
overarching	 label	kun-bolk	 in	Bininj	Kunwok,	can	be	glossed	as	 ‘country,	 landscape,	place’
and	 the	 interrogative	Bale	 ka-bolk-yime	 ‘what	 is	 the	 country	 like	 (what	 is	 the	 form	 of	 the
land)?’	13	could	elicit	a	description	containing	the	names	of	landscape	features.	In	contrast	to
the	word	kun-bolk	is	the	term	kun-red,	which	means	‘home,	hearth,	traditional	camping	place’,





Basic	 landscape	 terms	 in	 Bininj	 Kunwok	 are	 nouns.	 All	 nouns	 in	 Bininj	 Kunwok	 have
gender	agreement	(although	in	some	dialects	this	agreement	is	breaking	down).	There	are	four
genders	in	Bininj	Kunwok:	masculine,	feminine,	neuter	and	vegetable.	These	classes	are	often
(but	 not	 always)	 marked	 by	 the	 prefixes	 na-,	 (ng)al-,	 kun-	 and	 (m)an-	 respectively.	 Most









suffix	–no	giving	dulumno,	kabono	 and	barrarnno,	which	 essentially	means	 the	 same	 thing.
The	 locative	 suffix	 ku-	 can	 transform	 the	 landform	 object	 into	 a	 place	 or	 location	 thus	 ku-
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Sorghum	 spp.	 grasses	 and	 various	 herbaceous	 species.	 Generally	 these	 environments	 are




opposition	 to	 riverine	 environments,	 such	 that	 to	 retriplicate	 the	 stem	 of	 the	 word
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When	 you	 place	 the	 locative	 prefix	 ku-	 on	 the	 stem,	 the	 sense	 becomes	 ‘outside’	 in







This	 sense	 of	 openness	 or	 accessibility	 associated	with	 the	 terms	 for	 ‘tropical	 savanna
forests’	is	something	that	has	a	human	element.	The	openness	of	these	forests	is	in	opposition	to
the	 dominating	 hindrance	 of	 kuwarddewardde	 ‘the	 rock	 country’	 or	 ka-ngarredubbe
‘impenetrable	thickets’	and	Bininj	believe	that	they	have	a	role	to	play	in	keeping	these	forests

















with	ease	(because	you	keep	 it	 that	way	by	burning	 it	 regularly)	as	opposed	 to	 the	notion	of
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Special	 terms	exist	 for	plant	communities	 that	are	dominated	by	one	species.	Again,	you
can	turn	the	plant	name	into	a	location	by	reduplicating	or	retriplicating	the	stem	(depending	on
the	 number	 of	 syllables	 in	 the	 word),	 removing	 the	 noun	 class	 prefix	man-	 and	 adding	 the
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landscape	habitat	 characterised	by	 flat	dry	 country	with	numerous	eucalypt
species.
Andjarrarn	malaka-kah.
The	 an-djarrarn	 tree	 [a	 kind	 of	 Eucalypt]	 is	 found	 in	 flat	 dry	 eucalypt
country.
malalam	(n).
dry	 land	 often	 on	 gentle	 slopes	 or	 undulating	 country,	 typically	 brown	 to
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This	 section	 is	 a	 collection	 of	 texts	 that	 list	 the	 various	 uses	 of	 fire	 in	 the	 lives	 of	 plateau
people.	 It	 includes	 perspectives	 from	 both	 men	 and	 women,	 and	 again	 the	 emphasis	 is	 on
giving	 voice	 to	 those	 Aboriginal	 people	 of	 the	 plateau	 who	 are	 knowledgeable	 about	 such
matters.	 Landscape	 burning	 was	 employed	 by	 Aboriginal	 people	 for	 a	 large	 variety	 of
purposes	and	 for	 the	area	with	which	we	are	concerned	–	 the	 tropical	north	of	 the	Northern
Territory	–	the	literature	that	discusses	such	variety	of	purpose	is	now	considerable	(e.g.	Press
1988;	 Lewis	 1989;	Haynes	 1991;	Russell-Smith	 1995;	 Russell-Smith	 et	 al.	 1997;	Yibarbuk
1998;	 Yibarbuk	 et	 al.	 2001;	 Whitehead	 et	 al.	 2003).	 The	 present	 compilation,	 as	 for	 the
previous	 sections,	 consists	 of	 transcripts	 of	 various	 audio	 recordings	made	 over	 a	 10-year
period.	 These	 include	 discussions	 at	 regional	 land-management	 meetings	 and	 workshops,
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mentioned	 above,	 the	 term	 kun-rak	 (variant	 kunak)	 also	 means	 ‘firewood’	 as	 used	 in	 a
domestic	 fire	 (Figure	 5.9).	 The	 word	 (m)an-wurrk	 refers	 to	 ‘bushfire’	 and	 the	 fires	 of




one	 uses	 when	 one	 addresses	 affinal	 kin	 such	 as	 in-laws	who	 are	 considered	 ‘taboo’	 (e.g.
mother-in-law	and	this	woman’s	siblings).	In	such	cases,	the	word	kun-rak	would	not	be	used
and	 the	 avoidance	word	 for	 fire	 kun-mimal	 is	 substituted	 14.	 Figure	 5.10	 shows	 the	 Bininj
Kunwok	 terms	used	 for	 the	dynamics	of	man-wurrk	 ‘bushfire’.	A	more	 detailed	 glossary	 of
terms	relating	to	fire	in	general	is	given	in	Appendix	2.
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The	Bininj	Kunwok	people	 of	 the	Arnhem	Land	Plateau	 are	 sometimes	 referred	 to	 by	 other
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hunting	were	 antilopine	 kangaroos	 (Macropus	antilopinus)	 and	 euros	 (Macropus	 robustus).
These	 drives	were	 once	 an	 annual	 event,	which	 required	 coordination	 of	 a	 large	 number	 of
people	from	many	groups.	An	invitation	to	attend	a	drive	would	be	made	by	sending	a	 torch
made	from	bound	Eucalyptus	 tetrodonta	 bark,	known	as	djalk,	 to	one’s	neighbours.	Various
ritual	 restrictions	had	 to	be	observed	when	staying	 in	 the	preparation	camp	at	 the	 fire	drive
location.	 All	 spears	 in	 the	 camp	 had	 to	 be	 laid	 down	 flat	 otherwise	 antilopine	 kangaroos
would	sense	their	presence	and	move	away.	Bardayal	Nadjamerrek	explains:
Nawu	kandakidj	an-kole	an-
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The	 following	 text	 is	 a	 discussion	 with	 Bill	 Birriyabirriya	 and	 Nancy	 Kurawalwal	 at







here	 is	 also	 precisely	 what	 Altman	 witnessed	 at	 Namilewohwo	 in	 1980	 (Chapter	 6).	 The
discussion	 demonstrates	 coordinated,	 carefully	 planned	 and	 sequenced	 activity	 in	 fire
management.
Murray	Garde:	Yoh,	but	nakka	kunj-ken	kun-buyika? Yeah,	but	are	kangaroo	fire	drivesdifferent?	[to	other	uses	of	fire]
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Likewise,	Mick	Kubarkku	describes	how	 the	kangaroos	are	often	 injured	by	 the	 fire	and
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Conducting	 kangaroo	 fire	 drives	 at	 the	 hottest	 and	 driest	 time	 of	 the	 year	 is	 dangerous
business	and	 there	are	numerous	stories	 told	of	how	people	were	burnt	 to	death	 in	kangaroo
fire	 drive	 accidents.	 17	During	 the	 1980	Namilewohwo	 fire	 drive,	 Jimmy	Kalarriya	 and	 his
classificatory	son	were	nearly	burnt.	Recollecting	this	incident	during	a	conversation	in	2006,
Kalarriya	and	a	group	of	other	elders	discuss	hot	late-dry-season	fires	and	how	they	need	to	be
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and	from	a	number	of	communities	on	 the	plateau.	At	one	point,	we	discussed	 the	 following

















The	Bininj	Kunwok	 term	given	by	Bardayal	above	ka-rung	ka-wohdalknjihme	 is	what	 I








<i>Culture, Ecology and Economy of Fire Management in North Australian Savannas : Rekindling the Wurrk Tradition</i>, edited by Jeremy Russell-Smith, et al., CSIRO Publishing,
         2010. ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/anu/detail.action?docID=474353.






































The	 site	 pictured	 in	 Figure	 5.13	 on	 the	 Kabulwarnamyo	 to	 Marlkawo	 road	 is	 in	 some




while	 the	 short	 variety	 is	 called	man-wodberr	 (see	 Figure	 5.14).	 The	 relatively	 intensive
human	 occupation	 in	 the	 vicinity	 of	 this	 green	 plum	 grove	 and	 the	 fire	 regimes	 Aboriginal
people	 have	 instigated	 here	 over	many	 generations	 have	most	 likely	 resulted	 in	 the	 shorter
man-wodberr	 variety.	At	 the	 same	 time,	 the	 area	 is	 known	as	 an	 important	 habitat	 for	 emus
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Coordinated	kangaroo	 fire	drives	 involving	 large	numbers	of	people	 in	bambarr	 ‘fire	 drive
valleys’	were	not	the	only	kind	of	fire	drive.	Small	opportunistic	kangaroo	fire	drives	in	areas
with	 plentiful	 fuel	 were	 also	 conducted	 to	 flush	 out	 macropods	 exposing	 them	 to	 waiting
hunters.	Areas	with	tall	grass	on	the	margins	of	water	courses	or	in	rock	country	were	places
where	fire	would	be	used	to	flush	out	macropods.
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and	 up	 in	 the	 hollows	 of	 trees.	 In	 the	Ankung	Djang	 ‘honey	 dreaming’	 estate	 of	 Bardayal
Nadjamerrek	 is	 a	 site,	Nabiwo	Kadjangdi	 ‘Nabiwo	 honey	 sacred	 site’,	 on	 the	 banks	 of	 the
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It	 is	 not	 only	 humans	 who	 use	 fire	 for	 their	 own	 benefit.	 During	 bushfires	 in	 northern
Australia,	a	number	of	raptors	can	be	seen	following	the	back	of	the	fire	to	take	advantage	of
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of	 Aboriginal	 groups	 extending	 from	 the	Alligator	 Rivers	 region	 to	 the	west	 of	 the	 plateau
(Russell-Smith	et	al.	1997,	p.	177),	 through	 to	 the	eastern	margins	of	 the	plateau	around	 the
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camping	 places’	 where	 the	 deep	 shade	 was	 appreciated	 by	 their	 ancestors	 (Yibarbuk	 and
Cooke	2001,	p.	34).	Such	 jungles	and	forests	are	sometimes	also	 referred	 to	simply	as	kun-
djurle	 ‘shade’.	 The	 following	 text	 considers	 the	 details	 of	 how	 to	 burn	 fire	 breaks	 around
jungles,	Allosyncarpia	ternata	 forests	and	cypress	pine	groves	 in	order	 to	protect	 them.	The
terms	for	firebreak	in	Bininj	Kunwok	and	mentioned	in	the	text	below	are	based	on	the	idea	of
‘placing	 a	 burnt	 patch	 ahead	 of	 another	 fire’.	 The	 word	 buleno	 ‘ash,	 burnt	 patch’	 can	 be
incorporated	into	a	compound	verb:
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rock	 country	 with	 its	 highly	 flammable	 spinifex	 grasses	 only	 in	 the	 late	 wet	 season	 of
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extent	of	 fire	 in	 the	driest	and	hottest	 time	of	 the	year.	The	grassy	understorey	of	man-berrk




recorded	 from	 the	 very	 first	 systematic	 descriptions	 of	 Aboriginal	 landscape	 burning	 in
Arnhem	Land	 (Jones	 1975;	Haynes	 1985;	Russell-Smith	 1985b).	Burning	 commenced	 in	 the
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seasons	 and	 in	 different	 ecological	 habitats	 and	 landscapes.	 Burning	 reached	 its	 peak	 in
wurrkeng	 ‘the	 season	 of	 fire’.	 Fires	 lit	 after	 this	 time	were	 of	 a	 specialist	 nature,	 such	 as
macropod	fire	drives	or	women’s	turtle	collecting	fires.
Detailed	knowledge	of	fire	regimes	for	particular	places	and	seasons	remains	relevant	for
the	 development	 of	 contemporary	 land-management	 policy.	 The	 involvement	 of	 young
Aboriginal	 people	 in	 contemporary	 land-management	 work	 will	 engender	 the	 recreation	 of
experiences	 that	make	 traditional	 ecological	 knowledge	 relevant	 in	 new	 economic	 contexts.
The	main	 purpose	 of	 this	 chapter	 has	 been	 to	 give	 voice	 to	 those	Aboriginal	 people	whose
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from	 the	 upper	 Kumadderr	 and	 Kumarrirnbang	 groups	 and	 he	 counted	 96	 people	 at
Marrkolidjban,	making	a	total	of	at	least	250	people	living	on	or	nearby	the	plateau	in	1939.




1985;	Hiscock	1991;	Brockwell	et	al.	 2001).	Rock	art	 studies,	 however,	 have	been	more
widespread	across	the	region	(Chaloupka	1993;	Taçon	1993;	Garde	2000).





kust	 liggende	 eilanden	 naar	 Makassar)’	 suggesting	 a	 possible	 metonymy	 of	 season/wind
names	with	the	departure	of	Macassan	praus’.
5	Kalarriya	 is	not	 confused	here.	The	 transition	 from	 the	dry	 season	 south-east	winds	 to	 the








10	 Aboriginal	 people	 do	 not	 name	 complete	 landscape	 features	 such	 as	 rivers	 or	 water
courses.	Kumarrirnbang	Outstation,	 (named	 after	 the	 regional	Kumarrirnbang	 estate)	 is	 on
Manggabor/Kumarrirnbang	Creek,	and	is	located	at	-12°	19’	46”,	133°	59’	51”.	The	actual
site	for	Kumarrirnbang	outstation	is	called	Kuyahyay.
11	The	Bininj	Kunwok	 (and	 Jawoyn)	 term	wurrk	 ‘fire/fire	 drive’	 is	 also	widespread	 in	 the
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14	mimal	 is	 also	 the	ordinary	 register	word	 for	 ‘fire’	 in	 the	neighbouring	Dalabon	 language
(Evans	et	al.	2004,	p.	240).
15	This	text	first	appeared	in	Bowman	et	al.	(2001,	p.	66).
16	Macropods	 are	 associated	with	 either	 the	yirridjdja	 or	duwa	moieties	 based	 on	 species
(Garde	 and	 Telfer	 2006,	 p.	 387).	 The	 antilopine	 kangaroo	 (Macropus	 antilopinus),
spectacled	 hare-wallaby	 (Lagorchestes	 conspicillatus),	 and	 short-eared	 rock	 wallaby
(Petrogale	 brachyotis)	 are	 yirridjdja	 moiety.	 The	 euro	 (Macropus	 robustus),	 nabarlek
(Peradorcus	concinna)	and	agile	wallaby	(Macropus	agilis)	are	duwa	moiety.
17	See	Garde	2003,	pp.	479–482	for	accounts	of	such	accidents.
18	 See	 the	 accompanying	 documentary	 film	 of	 this	 workshop	Kun-wok	 Kun-bolkken,	 ‘The
Language	of	Land’	(McKenzie	2006).
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